When neurological symptoms are not what they appear: the challenge of caring for patients with conversion disorders.
Conversion Disorders involve the psychogenic loss or disturbance of sensory, motor or other physical functions in a manner suggestive of neurologic or other somatic disease but without any actual finding of the latter. These problems are subconscious, with patients not being able to control their symptoms. Jean-Marie Charcot, in the 19th century, was fascinated with this disorder and his work, followed by that of Sigmund Freud, laid the foundation for our modern concept of Conversion Disorder. Multiple Sclerosis, with its fluctuating and unpredictable symptoms has frequently been erroneously diagnosed in these cases. The often bizarre, flamboyant presentations, while interesting, pose many difficult and complex management problems. This paper will describe three of the more severe and disabled examples of this condition seen in the London Multiple Sclerosis Clinic and an attempt will be made to uncover common patient characteristics. Current thoughts regarding the management of these patients will be outlined, the emphasis being on helping neuroscience nurses develop an approach which is informed, positive and compassionate.